GOETHE   AS   NOVELIST
time in his early youth to marionettes and subsequently to other
theatrical performances at home. His predilection for the theatre,
however, reveals no signs of real talent for the actor's or the
dramatist's art. It is significant that the truly artistic achievements
recorded in the novel are the work of Serlo, and, in a different
medium, of Mignon and the Harper. In Romantic novels of the
type of Wilhelm Meister the hero himself is the embodiment of the
artistic impulse. Wilhelm is neither an artist nor a poet. Ultimate-
ly art has a refining influence on him, but like Werther, although
for different reasons, he is a dilettante.
In his observations on dilettantism Goethe says that it does the
greatest amount of harm in the theatre. The dilettante, he believes,
lacks the power of transcending his subject. This criticism may
with justice be directed against Wilhelm. One of the characters
in the novel hints that his taste had been debased in his youth by
the marionette plays, and on his own admission Wilhelm is
attracted mainly by the melodramatic parts of the plays in which
he acts. He buys a number of critical works on the theatre, but
leaves most of them unread, excusing himself with the plausible
pretence that he is an apprentice engaged in learning his craft,
and not yet a master. He has a true regard for the dignity of an
artist's profession, but his own taste in painting is crude. The
"content" of a picture is more important for him than its "art".
Nor are his views on life anything but na'ive. On several occasions
the character referred to as "der Unbekannte" censures Wilhelm
for his belief in fate, which he confuses with chance, and tells him
that the art of living is a form of creative activity to be practised
with care: "Jeder hat sein eigen Gliick unter den Handen, wie der
Kiinsder eine rohe Materie, die er zu einer Gestalt umbilden will".
These words describe the principle ofBildung which is elaborated
in the novel. Wilhelm has to learn the hard lesson of self-forma-
tion through the refinement of his tastes and the sharpening of
his mind and, above all, through the recognition of the incom-
patibility between his talents and his own ambition.
Having given us an ironic portrayal of Wilhelm's character,
Goethe presents his progress from his pursuit of an illusory aim
to his achievement of an established position in life. The means
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